Lipoprotein oxidation, antioxidants and cardiovascular risk: epidemiologic evidence.
This review summarizes the scientific evidence for a possible role of antioxidants in the prevention of coronary heart disease (CHD). Dietary antioxidants include vitamin E, vitamin C and beta-carotene, whereas selenium is an integral part of the antioxidant enzyme glutathione peroxidase. Experimental studies suggest that the oxidation of low-density lipoproteins (LDL) in the vessel wall plays an important role in the development of atherosclerotic lesions. The resistance of LDL to oxidation is increased by antioxidant supplementation, at least in vitro. Epidemiological studies have not demonstrated unequivocally that a high intake of antioxidants leads to a decreased risk of CHD. Studies on dietary intake and serum levels of antioxidants do point in the direction of a preventive effect of antioxidants, whereas the results of intervention studies are less conclusive. Beta-carotene supplementation is not associated with any decrease in CHD; high doses of vitamin E may be beneficial, but results from large trials are to be awaited. General preventive measures based on antioxidant supplementation are not yet justifiable.